ch. iv      UNDERTAKINGS OF PUBLIC AUTHORITIES	27
gratis supply in unlimited quantities feasible is always in-
elasticity of demand.
§ 6. When this condition is not satisfied, gratis supply in
unlimited quantities is, as was said in § 3, not a feasible arrange-
ment. But this does not necessarily rule out gratis supply
altogether. Whether it does so in fact depends on whether
the conditions are such that public authorities can so limit
supply as to prevent a large waste of resources without creating
for themselves other intractable problems. The most important
service in connection with which conditions of this kind prevail
is that of roads. Public authorities are free to decide of their
own motion how many roads to make and in what state of
repair to maintain them ; and there is not, in general, any
danger of such overcrowding as to render necessary the forcible
exclusion of any would-be users. The case of roads is, however,
peculiar. As a rule we have to do, not with services furnished
by a passive instrument in which very little prime cost is
involved, but with consumable commodities or such services
as the actual carriage of goods or passengers on a railway.
Here to make no charge for the commodity or service and yet
to restrict the supply of it below what people would wish to
take at a nil price must lead to serious difficulties in distribu-
tion. The quantity demanded exceeding the quantity forth-
coming, the sharing-out of what supplies there are will be
determined by luck, physical force, the possession of private
influence with the distributing agents, and so on. The only
way in which public authorities can obviate this is by some
system of rationing the available supplies among would-be
consumers, such as was in fact employed for certain com-
modities during the two wars. Since it is administratively
impossible to construct any such system otherwise than upon
broad and simple lines, allowance cannot be made for detailed
variations of circumstance as between particular individuals.
Even in war-time, with commodities so simple as staple foods,
the difficulties and anomalies were very great. It is certain
that any attempt, in time of peace, to ration, say, railway
travel would collapse in exasperation and ridicule. In all
cases of this kind, if gratis supply without limitation of quantity
is ruled out on grounds of waste, gratis supply in any form is
ruled out.
§ 7. Considerations concerning waste thus enable us to say,

